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FOREWORD 

This  exhibition  of  SIGNS  &  SYMBOLS  *  U.S.A.  seems  especially  perti- 
nent in  view  of  the  great  current  interest  in  the  visual  means  of  communication 

—  billboards,  posters,  advertisements,  neon  signs,  window  displays,  comics, 
TV  word  commercials,  and  typography  in  general  —  and  the  vital  role  they 
have  played  in  American  art  since  the  1920's.  The  predominance  of  Folk  Art 
in  the  exhibition  reveals  that  our  native  roots  continue  to  provide  an  endless 
source  or  ancestry  for  contemporary  expression. 

Among  the  earliest  manifestations  in  American  Folk  Art  were  the  shop, 
inn,  and  trade  signs.  Although  none  of  the  17th  century  signs  are  extant,  there 
is  sufficient  documentary  evidence  to  establish  their  existence.  Thomas  Child 
who  migrated  from  London  and  lived  in  Boston  from  1688  to  1706  advertised 
"Painting  of  Signs"  in  the  first  newspaper  published  shortly  after  its  initial 
appearance  (1690),  and  Directories  list  a  few  others. 

The  earliest  signs  were  symbolic.  This  form  of  imagery  was  brought  directly 
from  England  or  other  home-lands  on  the  Continent  and,  in  turn,  relates  to  the 
distant  past.  The  history  of  Trade  Signs  carries  us  back  to  ancient  Egypt, 
Greece  and  Rome.  Signs  bearing  the  symbols  of  a  baker's  Sheaf  of  Wheat,  the 
vintner's  Cluster  of  Grapes,  etc.  were  discovered  in  the  ruins  of  Pompeii  and 
Herculaneum.  In  time,  other  traditional  types  were  added  —  the  heraldic, 
emblematic,  illustrative  and  humorous,  each  identifying  the  artisan's  trade, 
specific  wares,  inns  and  hostelries.  And  as  the  population  increased  with  a 
corresponding  increase  of  practitioners  in  each  field,  more  individualized 
identification  was  required  resulting  in  changing  interpretations  of  each  theme 
based  on  the  sign  maker's  ability  and  imagination.  Many  media  were  employed 

—  wood  carving  in  the  round  or  bas-relief,  some  incised  and  painted  in  poly- 
chrome. Others  were  cut  in  silhouette,  a  form  more  often  found  in  metal.  The 
latter  gradually  gained  more  popularity  for  its  lasting  quality.  Iron,  zinc  or 
copper  were  forged,  cast  or  hammered  into  a  variety  of  designs,  frequently 
painted  or  ingeniously  combined.  Occasionally,  a  grouping  was  assembled  in 
a  witty  unit.  While  the  majority  of  the  traditional  signs  were  repetitive,  with 
designs  handed  down  from  master  to  apprentice,  there  remain  numerous  ex- 
amples to  demonstrate  the  creative  impulse,  originality  in  conception,  pride  in 
artistry,  and  high  esthetic  quality. 


As  the  rate  of  illiteracy  diminished,  the  word  became  an  adjunct  to  the 
pictorial  element.  Simultaneously,  industrial  progress  led  to  extended  produc- 
tion. Sign  factories  were  established  in  New  York,  in  Boston  and  elsewhere. 
By  1840  William  Wise  of  Brooklyn  started  mass  distribution  of  spectacles  and 
watch  signs.  Ten  years  later  —  in  Brooklyn,  also  —  Emmons  engraved  and 
painted  replicas  in  quantity.  The  mortar  and  pestle  surmounted  by  an  eagle 
was  manufactured  in  1879  by  Cushing  &  Sons,  pioneer  makers  of  the  famous 
Waltham  Weathervanes.  Cigar  store  figures  were  carved  or  cast  to  order.  Boots 
became  as  common  as  tailor's  shears.  The  aim  was  a  new  realism.  And  in  time, 
like  all  arts  addressed  to  a  wide,  indiscriminate  public,  the  signs  degenerated 
into  the  commonplace.  Innovations  developed  into  conventions.  Fortunately, 
however,  this  was  true  only  in  the  large,  urban  areas,  but  in  the  smaller  com- 
munities the  production  of  individualized,  hand-made  signs  continued  to  the 
turn  of  this  century  and  added  to  sum  total  of  the  earlier,  creative  examples 
now  collectively  recognized  as  a  vital  contribution  to  the  cultural  history  of 
America. 

A  propos,  a  line  of  continuity  might  be  drawn  between  several  of  the  folk 
art  examples  on  view  and  recent  trends  in  contemporary  art.  The  open  structure 
motifs,  pierced  metal  designs,  assemblages,  mixed  media;  the  use  of  popular, 
homely  objects  and  national  symbols  for  subject  matter,  etc.  —  these  parallels 
suggest  an  affinity  and  furtherance  in  the  evolution  of  American  art. 


The  modern  section  of  the  exhibition  is  devoted  to  six  of  the  painters  on 
the  Gallery's  roster.  In  contrast  to  the  folks  artists  who  produced  the  "Signs  & 
Symbols"  of  their  time,  Davis,  Demuth,  Dove,  Kuniyoshi,  Marin  and  Shahn  — 
each  in  his  own  art  vocabulary  —  has  made  use  of  the  current  "Signs  & 
Symbols"  as  an  environmental,  visual  component  within  the  entity  of  his  painting. 

Edith  Gregor  Halpert 


The  Downtown  Gallery  makes  grateful  acknowledgment  to  the  museums, 
other  public  institutions,  and  collectors  whose  generosity  in  lending  has  made 
the  exhibition  possible. 
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NOTE:  In  the  American  Folk  Art  Section  of  this  catalog,  the  following  symbols  are  used: 
♦  ABBY  ALDRICH  ROCKEFELLER  FOLK  ART  COLLECTION,  WILLIAMSBURG.  VA. 
fSHELBURNE  MUSEUM  COLLECTION,  SHELBURNE.  VERMONT. 


No.  30 


No.  29 


No.  3 


No.  25 


No.  23 


No.  18 


No.  15 


No.  28 


Without  Pain 

-BY -i 


No.  36 


CATALOG 


INN  and  TAVERN  SIGNS 

f  1     EAGLE  •  INN  mid-19  Cent. 

Wood  in  relief,  painted.  From  New  York  State. 

n    STRANGERS'  HOME  •  M.  BRADLEY'S  INN  C.  1817 

Wood,  incised  and  painted   (both  sides).  From  Guilford.  Conn. 

f3     SHEAF  OF  WHEAT  &  (Verso)  EAGLE  •  J.  MOLL'S  TAVERN  C.  1820 
Wood  painted.  From  New  York  State. 

SHOP  and  TRADE  SIGNS 

4  CHIEF  BLACKHAWK  •  CIGAR  STORE  D.  1848 

W'ood  carving  in  the  round,  polychromed.  Made  in  New  York  City. 

5  BASEBALL  PLAYER  •  SPORT  GOODS  SHOP  L.  19  Cent. 

Wood  carving  in  the  round,  polychromed.  From  Bridgeport.  Conn. 
Collection  Dartmouth  College 

♦6     HESSIAN  SWORDSMEN  •  SPORT  GOODS  SHOP  C.  1820 

Wood  painted,  and  metal. 

7    NAVIGATOR  •  NAUTICAL  INSTRUMENT  SHOP  C.  1830 

Wood  carving  in  round,  polychromed.  From  New  Bedford.  Mass. 
Collection  Old  Dartmouth  Historical  Society  &  Whaling  Museum 

f  8    NAVAL  OFFICER  •  NAUTICAL  INSTRUMENT  SHOP  C.  1830 

Wood,  polychromed.  From  Falmouth.  Mass. 

f9    WATCH  •  JEWELRY  &  WATCH  REPAIR  SHOP  OF 

J.  F.  NOLL  19  Cent. 

Mass-produced,  wood  with  metal  insets.  From  Schenectady.  N.  Y. 

♦10     SPECTACLES  •  OPTICIAN'S  SHOP  L.  19  Cent. 

Mass-produced  in  metal,  with  painted  details  added 
in  Trompe-l'oeil  effect.  From  Danville.  Pa. 
(reproduced  on  cover) 

til     MORTAR  AND  PESTLE  •  DRUG  STORE  L.  19  Cent. 

Copper  coated  wTith  gold  leaf  and  glass  insets.  From  New  York  State. 

f  12     BOOT  •  BOOTMAKER  SHOP  OF  S.  P.  LEWIS  L.  19  Cent. 

Wrood  painted.  From  Washington.  Conn. 

fl3     SHOE  •  SHOE  STORE  AND  REPAIR  SHOP  C.  1870 

Copper  hammered  over  form. 


fl4     FOREARM  •  GLOVE  MAKER'S  SHOP  C.  1840 

Wood  carving  in  the  round.  From  Portsmouth,  N.  H. 

115     AT  THE  LOOM  •  WEAVERS'  SUPPLY  SHOP  mid-19  Cent. 

Wood  carved  in  separate  units  and  assembled  on  rotating  base;  painted. 
From  Salem,  Mass. 

f  16     PADLOCK  •  HARDWARE  STORE  L.  19  Cent. 

Wood  carving  combined  with  iron.  Painted  on  both  sides 
achieving  Trompe-l'oeil  effect.  Inscribed. 

17     GAITED  HORSE  •  SADDLER'S  SIGN  C.  1845 

Sheet  iron  fashioned  in  silhouette.  From  Pennsylvania. 

f  18     AMERICAN  FLAG  AND  (Verso)  HEAD  OF  STEER  •  BUTCHER 

SHOP  mid-19  Cent. 

Wood  painted  in  oil  colors  and  combined  with  gold  leaf.  From  Vermont. 

19  COMBINED  SYMBOLS  •  BUTCHERS'  STALLS  &  SHOPS        D.  1889 

Mass-produced  in  cast  iron  by  McArthur  &  Cooney  of  Syracuse,  N.  Y., 
and  patented  by  Gloeklers. 

20  MILKMAN  WITH  COW  •  DAIRY  FARM  19  Cent. 

Both  man  and  cow  carved  as  separate  figures  and  painted.  The  former 
wears  cotton  garments  and  metal  hat;  the  latter  has  real  horns,  and 
wears  a  metal  bell.  From  Massilon,  Ohio. 

21  KEY  AND  SAW  •  LOCKSMITH  C.  P.'s  SIGN  L.  19  Cent. 

Brass  in  several  sections  combined  in  single  unit.  From  Connecticut. 
Collection  Wadsworth  Atheneum,  Hartford,  Conn. 

22  PEACOCK  •  TINSMITH  C.  1810 

Zinc,  cut  in  variety  of  forms  and  soldered  into  unit; 
painted  to  simulate  feathers.  From  Torrington,  Conn. 

f  23     HORSE  IN  HORSESHOE  •  BLACKSMITH  SHOP  mid-19  Cent. 

Sheet  iron  in  silhouette  combined  with  wrought  iron ; 
horse  and  ground  base  painted.  From  environs  of  Pittsburgh,  Pa. 

♦21     ABRAHAM  LINCOLN  •  MANNIKIN  FOR 

COSTUMER'S  SHOP  L.  19  Cent. 

Wood  in  two  sections;  portrait  painted  in  realistic  colors. 
From  Bath,  Maine. 

PROFESSIONALS'  SIGNS 

25     BUST  OF  YOUNG  GIRL  •  PHRENOLOGIST'S 

"SYMBOLICAL  HEA I >"  C.  1800 

Wood  carving  in  full  round,  painted.  From  Rhode  Island. 
Collection  Mrs.  Arthur  Virgin 


26    HORSE  AND  BUGGY  •  DOCTOR'S  SIGN  L.  19  Cent. 

Cast  iron  executed  in  open  structure  design.  Name  added. 
From  Vermont. 
Collection  Mr.  &  Mrs.  Michael  Straight 

t27    TOOTH  •  DENTIST'S  SIGN  L.  19  Cent. 

Hammered  copper.  From  Hurley,  N.  Y. 

t28    THE  OLD  FASHIONED  WAY  •  DENTIST 

0.  B.  COMFORT'S  SIGN  C.  1900 

Wood  painted  in  oil. 

MISCELLANEOUS 

29  SEA  BASS  •  FISHERMAN'S  WHARF  SIGN  C.  1870 

Cast  metal,  gilded.  From  environs  of  Boston. 
Collection  Chase-Manhattan  Bank,  New  York 

30  JUSTICE  •  USED  IN  COURT-HOUSE  LOBBY  C.  1830 

Wood  carving  in  the  round,  painted.  Scales  later  replacement. 
From  Bellingham,  Mass.  Court-House. 

31  PRISONER  •  KENT  COUNTY  JAIL  C.  1820 

Wood  carving  polychromed.  From  East  Greenwich,  R.  I. 
Collection  Rhode  Island  Historical  Society,  Providence 

t32     LOCOMOTIVE  •  WEATHERVANE  FOR  RAILROAD 

STATION  C.  1840 

Iron  in  pierced  silhouette.  Upper  section  brass  added  about  1890. 
From  Rhode  Island. 

33     FIREMAN  OF  THE  EUREKA  BRIGADE  •  WHIRLIGIG 

FIREHOUSE  DECORATION  C.  1820 

Wood  carving  in  the  round,  painted.  Found  Pennsylvania. 

f34     HAND-IN-HAND  •  PHILADELPHIA  CONTRIBUTIONSHIP 

FIRE  MARK  C.  1776 

Cast  lead  mounted  on  wood  panel.  From  Philadelphia. 

t35     HORN  BOOK  •  USED  IN  SCHOOLS  C.  1870 

Wood,  incised  and  inscribed  in  ink  (both  sides). 
From  Townsend,  Vermont. 

36    WHEEL  OF  FORTUNE  •  USED  IN  COUNTY  FAIRS  19-20  Cent. 

Oil  on  board,  applied  to  found  bicycle  wheel. 


STUART    DAVIS 


39     COMBINATION  CONCRETE  #2  Oil 

Coll.  Mr.  &  Mrs.  Charles  Benenson 


1958 


37      FORTY  INNS  ON  THE  LINCOLN  HIGHWAY  Ink  drawing  1917 


38      PACKAGE  DEAL  Gouache 

Coll.  Mr.  &  Mrs.  Charles  Benenson 


1956 


CHARLES    DEMUTH 


40     LOVE,  LOVE,  LOVE 

Private  Collection 


Oil 


1928 


ARTHUR    G.    DOVE 


41     THE  CRITIC 


Collage 


1925 


YASUO    KUNIYOSHI 


42     FESTIVITIES  ENDED 


Oil 


1947 


JOHN    MARIN 


43     UNION  HILL,  N.  J 


Oil 


1929 


BEN    SHAHN 


44      MAY  FIVE  Tempera 

Coll.  Mr.  &  Mrs.  Edward  Kook 


1949 
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